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ABSTRACT

Background: Prior research indicates that software developers
experience serious levels of anxiety and stress, a form of
suffering, due to a highly time-bound and technology-focused job
environment. Such suffering affects their emotional well-being,
professional productivity, and the software products they develop.

Information, Idea, Arguments: Compassion arises when a person
is confronted with another human’s suffering and feels motivated
to relieve that suffering. We want to explore how increasing
compassion in software developers can positively impact the
software development process.

Vote: Is “compassionate software development” a topic worth
researching?
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1 Background

Software is built by, with, and for human beings. Researchers and
practitioners have started to recognize the importance of
understanding the impact of emotions and feelings in developing
software [4,14]. For instance, a study found that emotions might
act as a proxy for job satisfaction and productivity in software
projects [4], while another study identified stress and burnout
owing to toxicity in open source communities [12]. Although
compassion is recognized as important across many sectors of
society [10], there is scarce research addressing the role of
compassion in software engineering (SE) [14]. However, a
growing number of software practitioners believe that skills that
cultivate compassionate states, attitudes, or behaviors are
necessary to build effective development teams [3,7,16].

2 Information, Idea, Arguments

Our research team has more than 60 years of accumulated
experience in the software industry and SE research. We have
studied the role of human factors in SE and realized that
developers’ emotions and feelings affect software process. This
fact led us to review, in the first instance, published studies about
the effect of empathy in the SE context. For example, one study
found that collective empathy affects team learning and product
speed-to-market while lowering software development costs [1].
Other studies indicate that DevOps approaches foster empathy
within and between the development and operation teams in
software development organizations, e.g. [13,17]. Practitioners are
also discussing the role of empathy in software development [5,6].

After reviewing the literature on empathy, the term “empathic
compassion” called our attention to compassion. We analyzed this
concept in its broadest context [2,10,15] and also found two
practitioner approaches on compassionate software and
compassionate coding [3,16]. The main reasons behind focusing
on compassion are that (i) definitions of compassion consider
empathy a critical precursor to compassion [2,15], and (ii)
compassion triggers positive effects like affiliation while
increasing social connectivity [2,10,15]. The latter is crucial to
minimize the resignation of team members during software
development projects. Therefore, we posit that compassionate


http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1145%2F3528579.3529176&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-07-19

CHASE’22, May, 2022, Pittsburgh, PA, USA

software development can be achieved when developers act with
compassion towards fellow human beings.

A specific form of compassion, called distal compassion,
involves recognizing the problem that lies ahead and having the
willingness to engage in actions to prevent that upcoming
suffering, even if it requires some immediate sacrifices from the
compassionate person [2]. The exercise of distal compassion by
developers during a software project [3,16] might entail taking
actions to minimize teammates’ suffering when performing
technical activities, such as specifying software requirements,
writing cleaner code with proper documentation, designing test
cases, or showing patience and understanding when a peer falters
during designing, coding, testing, deploying, operating, or
maintaining a software product.

In daily work interactions, software developers can find
opportunities for the application of compassion throughout the
entire software process. Any software practitioner has experienced
suffering while troubleshooting mysterious errors, arguing with
teammates, redoing work due to miscommunication, or dealing
with poorly commented legacy code. Moreover, disparaging
comments in technical reviews can have a negative effect on
software developers, and they can also sometimes be very harsh in
shaming someone who asks a question on a forum. If compassion
is present in the work environment, it is expected that developers’
stress and anxiety levels will decrease. Likewise, it is also
expected that developers’ productivity and retention in software
projects will increase. In this sense, emerging research in other
contexts has suggested that compassionate mind training enhances
well-being, improves levels of compassion, and reduces self-
criticism [8,9]. In challenging times, such as the COVID-19
pandemic [11], being compassionate at work might be more
important than ever.

To sum up, it would be worthwhile to research the effects of
having different levels of compassion in the development process
and provide recommendations to improve it, e.g., by
implementing a compassionate approach to technical reviews or
pair programming. It suggests a human-centered study that
considers not only the developers’ mindset but also organizational
culture, including other stakeholders that are involved in the
process, i.e., the whole ecosystem which imposes several
challenges to overcome. To the best of our knowledge, there is no
previous SE research focused on this topic.

3 Vote

Is “compassionate software development” a topic worth
researching?

* Yes, because compassion might have a positive effect on the
software development process.

* Yes, because a set of pragmatic practices based on
compassion for performing software development activities might
increase the productivity of the team.

* Yes, because in their quest to free fellow developers from
suffering, developers would produce better quality software
products.
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* No, because developing empathy is enough in the software
development context.

* No, because there is no relationship between compassion and
software development.

* No, for some other reason that I can further explain to
authors.
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